This paper is an enquiry into the medial construction and aestheticizing of the war in present day TV documentaries on the First World War. The analysis refers mainly to the exemplary 90-minute documentary "Der Moderne Krieg", which the German-French station, ARTE, broadcast last summer. Two temporal phases converge here: at the first phase it can be seen how film, as a new medium during the First World War, lent a hitherto unknown aesthetic dimension to the industrialized war events, which oriented itself at the same time toward traditional image forms and motifs. In the second, present-day phase, this film material is respliced and loaded with additional meaning. Both temporal phases are inseparably intertwined -both construe the modern myth of the clean war: each in its own manner, each according to its own era.
1 On the occasion of the ninetieth anniversary of the outbreak of World War One ARTE broadcast the contribution " [1914] [1915] [1916] [1917] [1918] In propaganda film, but also in still life photographs of World War One beauty is represented in the classical subcategories of the idyllic, of the picturesque, but also cleanliness and order.
The idyll of war coheres with its supposed picnic character.
2 A frequently recurring scene shows soldiers preparing or distributing food. In these images, the impressive abundance and plenitude of the food available is meant to show the wartime viewers the excellent efficiency of the supply lines at the front. The happy faces of the soldiers reflect the enjoyment of a simple meal in undisturbed nature. Just as the picture of a soldier calmly smoking a pipe, these images emphasize the impression of the picturesque. They are reminiscent of the genre painting of the 19th century.
The picturesque as an aesthetic category rests upon the variety-and contrast rich properties of a mostly untouched, yet bizarre natural landscape. This conventional model was in part reproduced with the help of new film technology, in part, though, an aesthetic of destruction all of its own was developed. In the aerial shots as in the panorama of destroyed forest landscapes the impression of harmony and calm is preserved. Thus, nature loses nothing of its beauty, in spite of the most brutal destruction.
Contrary to the factual chaos of war, the film images suggest a constant, perfectly preserved order that permeates both the everyday life of the soldiers and the waging of battle, i.e. the actual combat. Shells stacked horizontally or in many graded rows for storage show neat, straight lines in the pictorial composition.
The traditional commander's eye view of the battlefield, i.e. the view from an elevated point of observation of a field that disappears into the horizon, a field on which soldiers are at once no more than tiny figures, was also reproduced in wartime films. In an exemplary scene, one sees a chain of artillery projectiles stretching vertically into the picture and, on the horizon, row upon row of riders riding toward the front line.
In contrast to the aesthetic category of the beautiful, the sublime is not so much associated with feelings of joy or pleasure, as with those of terror, of fear or of disturbance. This emotional reaction is called forth by the grandiose, the splendid, that which transcends that which can be sensually experienced, or which is majestic. In order for the observer to experience the sublime, some distance from the image is necessary. Especially the sublime in its negative variation -the threatening, the fearsome, death, and power -incites wonder and fear at once in the observer; the aesthetic enjoyment necessarily requires that the observer be not immediately threatened by the experience. For only the distance, as a rule physical distance, enables him to gain some overview of the entire matter as well as the quality of individual aspects, while at the same time experiencing the sensual-emotional effects of the observed image (e.g. Sontag 2002).
As already in the case of the presentation of the beautiful, the images of battle equipment and the battlefield contribute little to the portrayal of the reality of the industrialised war. Artillery guns were as a rule portrayed as imposing military machinery. Whether the cannons seemed threatening and intimidating or offensive to the observer depended upon the camera perspective chosen. Sometimes the observer gazed quasi from the front into the barrel -wherewith the threatening aspect of the weapon was immediately given. Usually, though, wartime propaganda filmed cannons either from the side or diagonally from behind, so that the camera gazed along the weapons barrel, or seemed to follow the line of fire.
The expressive images of exploding shells follow a recurring aesthetic of the immensely threatening: earth splattering up, and in its midst, a rising column of dark smoke. In the portrayal of artillery, the new medium film could still outdo photography: the quick loading of cannons by the artillery teams, the turbulent dynamics of the discharge and the impact of the shells develop their destruction aesthetic only in moving pictures. It is conspicuous in the differing film images that the artillery shells almost always impact on a field completely deserted by people; the effect of the shells on a human body thus remains hidden. This is firstly a hint as to the artificial character of the pictures. Secondly, the observer is thus not confronted with the actual reality of injury, death and suffering, but can yield himself over completely to the clean aesthetic enjoyment of the scene.
The proverbial firepower was also illustrated by pictures of the employment of the flamethrower. This new weapon seems especially threatening when the stream of flames moves toward the camera, and thus toward the observer. The viewer is thus given a perspective that is usually exclusively reserved for the mortally threatened victim of the attack (e.g. Hickethier 2001: 65). But instead of being exposed to the real terror of the column of fire spray accelerating out of the picture, the distanced observer experiences a queer thrill at the fascination of the power of arms.
Death on the battlefield was unwelcome in propaganda, and is therefore rarely shown in wartime films (e.g. Paul 2004: 126, 129) . The images of dead soldiers all have in common that the camera remains mostly distant, and that the scenes appear rather peaceful. This effect was achieved by the use of extremely slow camera movement, or the resting of the camera in one position. Nor do any mangled corpses appear in these scenes, but rather dead soldiers who, corporally unscathed, appear to be sleeping.
Much less ambiguous are the photographs of horribly disfigured war victims, such as those If Siegfried Kracauer's paradigm (1993) is followed, the documentary film draws its authenticity from the depiction of supposedly non-staged, real actions. In its efforts to show past events the way they really were, modern historical documentaries aspire to objectivity.
The supposedly unchanged reproduction of the original material is intended to lend credibility to the historical feature. 
